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RECENT issue of Time con-

4L. tained a cover article entitled
"Christianity." The cover picture, a reproduction of Graham Sutherland's tapestry in
Coventry Cathedral, Christ in Glory, bore
the editorial caption, "Christian Renewal."
The text quoted under the title of the
article was Revelation 21:5, "Behold, I make
all things new."
It is refreshing to see a prominent news
magazine devote five full pages to an article
on contemporary Christianity. The obvious
design of the writer was to "feel the pulse"
of the modern Christian church and to try
to give an objective report on its beliefs and
hopes regarding its future. The article reveals that many Christian leaders feel that
Christianity is on the eve of a "new Reformation." This hope is documented by reference
to the liberal tendencies evident in the Second Vatican Council, the progress of the
ecumenical movement, the current interest
in theological and Biblical study, and the
efforts being made by Christian churches to
adapt to contemporary culture.
Yet, to the evangelical Christian, this
article awakens the suspicion that many
modern Christians are intent on a remodel-
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ing rather than a renewal of Christianity. There is a difference. Renewal involves recapturing the spirit of New
Testament Christianity as it was taught and lived by Christ
and His apostles. Remodeling involves remaking Christianity into something radically different from its original
pattern. By way of illustration, a renewed house is one,
like the mansion of George Washington at Mount Vernon,
that has been restored as nearly as possible to its original
state. A remodeled house is often so completely transformed in the remodeling process that it is scarcely
recognizable. The author of the Time article observes:
"The spirit of Christian renewal in 1964 is searching,
questioning, critical—willing to challenge every doctrine
and institution of the church. If worship may perhaps
be better expressed by folk singing, modern dance, or
drama, the churches are ready to try." Does this sound
like renewal or remodeling?
Anglican theologian Harry Williams is quoted as saying,
"If to the seeker after Christ you preach a fourth-century
Christ or a sixteenth-century Christ or a nineteenth-century
Christ, you are still giving him a stone instead of the
living truth." The answer to this theologian's problem is
not a twentieth-century Christ, but the Lord of the Bible,
"Jesus Christ the same yesterday, today, and forever."
Hebrews 13:8. This Scriptural concept of Christ contradicts Rudolf Bultmann's "demythologizing" and Paul
Tillich's willingness "to ignore dogmas that do not relate
to contemporary man's ultimate concern." The unchanging
Christ of the Bible also stands in judgment against Bishop
John Robinson's denial of a transcendent, personal Deity
and of an objective standard of Christian conduct, and
Bishop James A. Pike's denial of the Trinity.
As in past ages of unbelief, many modern Christians
would remodel the church in the form of an institution for
social service. A "servant Christology" is recommended
in which "the Jesus for now is not so much the Son of
God but the Son of man." A legitimate concern for human
brotherhood will not take the place of an indefensible
unconcern about the basic Christian revelation. Fortunately,
there are those who see dangers in this trend. The Time
article states: "For Lutherans, the very notion of a servant
church raises a fundamental doctrinal question: What is the
place of salvation by faith in a Christianity devoted to
good works? And what is to prevent a church 'seeking
to lose itself in the world' from becoming just another
humanitarian agency?"
Regarding other phases of the remodeling proposals, the
Time article continues: "German theologian Helmut Thielicke feels that contemporary efforts to demythologize the
gospel may produce `overintellectualized' theologies comprehensible only to doctoral students in philosophy. Other
churchmen question whether the theological striptease
proposed by Bishops Robinson and Pike amounts to anything more than the rediscovery of classic Unitarianism."
The modern Christian church needs renewal, not
remodeling.
How can this renewal be brought about? The key
to the answer is found in the text quoted at the head of
the Time article: "Behold, I make all things new." While
this text applies to the renewal of the earth in the life
to come—not to Christian renewal in any age—one clear
principle is suggested. The source of renewal, both here
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and hereafter, is God. Such renewal cannot be accomplished
by noble ideals and good resolutions alone.
A helpful illustration of this idea is found in Jeremiah,
the eighteenth chapter. The prophet was told to go to
the potter's house that he might learn a lesson. There he
saw the potter molding his clay on the wheel. "And the
vessel that he made of clay was marred in the hand of
the potter: so he made it again another vessel, as seemed
good to the potter to make it." A church or person that
needs to be renewed—made again—can experience this
transformation by faith in the divine Potter. The renewal
comes from God in response to man's commitment to Him.
The Bible cites numerous examples of men who experienced the renewing power of God. There was Jacob,
"the supplanter," who found himself in deep trouble as
the result of his own dishonesty. At the close of a night
of anguish he felt the touch of renewing power, and he
was thereafter able to meet the demands of life. There
was Peter, who meant well but performed badly. Jesus
said to him, "When thou art converted, strengthen thy
brethren." His renewal changed him from a vacillating
sentimentalist into a pillar of the church. There was Paul,
who breathed out threats and violence against the church;
but his Lord appeared to him, and in a brief moment
everything was different. Following in the path of these
Biblical characters are millions of ordinary men and women
whose lives have been renewed by believing in Jesus as
the Lord of their lives.
This process of renewal is well described by Paul in
his letter to the Ephesians. Paul wishes his converts to be
different from their contemporary pagan world. He said:
"Now this I affirm and testify in the Lord, that you must
no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their
minds; they are darkened in their understanding, alienated
from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in
them, due to their hardness of heart; they have become
callous and have given themselves up to licentiousness,
greedy to practice every kind of uncleanness." Ephesians
4:17-19, R.S.V.
This description is relevant to our materialistic, secular
culture, steeped as it is in the sins that are characteristic
of unregenerate man.
Then Paul addressed his Christians: "You did not so
learn Christ!—assuming that you have heard about Him
and were taught in Him, as the truth is in Jesus. Put off
your old nature which belongs to your former manner of
life and is corrupt through deceitful lusts, and be renewed
in the spirit of your minds, and put on the new nature,
created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and
holiness." (Verses 20-24 ).
This is Christian renewal. It can renew the church only
as it renews the individual members of the church. The
results of this miracle of divine grace are outlined in the
verses that follow: "Therefore, putting away falsehood,
let everyone speak the truth with his neighbor, for we
are members one of another. Be angry but do not sin;
do not let the sun go down on your anger, and give no
opportunity to the devil. Let the thief no longer steal,
but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his
hands, so that he may be able to give to those in need.
Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only such
as is good for edifying, as fits the occasion, that it may

impart grace to those who hear. And do not grieve the
Holy Spirit of God, in whom you were sealed for the day
of redemption. Let all bitterness and wrath and anger
and clamor and slander be put away from you, with all
malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving
one another, as God in Christ forgave you." ( Verses
25-32).
This scripture may be considered as a charter for renewal—first of individuals, and second of the church.
It describes the working of the grace of God in man and in
society aimed toward an experience of rebirth with ethical
consequences. Such a renewal is the work of God in
response to faith. An individual who has little or no faith
can expect little or no renewal. And so it is with the church.
One of the greatest "renewals" in Christian history was
the evangelical revival in England under John Wesley. In
1738, the year of Wesley's conversion, Bishop Berkeley
observed, "Morality and religion have collapsed to a degree
that has never been known in any Christian country."
Dishonest government, the slave trade, a barbarous penal
code, religious indifference, lawlessness, and ignorance combined to make eighteenth-century England a horrible
example of a society that needed renewal. Into this discouraging scene came John Wesley with a message of
renewal, which he called "conversion." He met bitter opposition from the church people of his time who were
unable to tolerate his "enthusiasm," a term which was equivalent to "fanaticism." So he turned to the socially and
spiritually impoverished masses. Wesley's message was
basically a message of personal conversion, but he applied
the principles of the gospel to social needs. He attacked
slavery, dishonesty, the liquor traffic, and other social evils
of his day. The nature and results of this renewal were
described by one observer as follows: "I recall an abiding
sense of religious responsibility, a self-sacrificing energy in
works of mercy, an evangelistic zeal, an aloofness from the
world, and a level of saintliness in daily life such as I do
not expect again to see realized on earth. Everything down
to the minutest details of action and speech was considered
with reference to eternity. . . . Money was regarded as a
sacred trust, and people of good positions and comfortable
incomes habitually kept their expenditures within narrow
limits that they might contribute more largely to objects
that they held sacred. The Evangelicals were the most
religious people whom I have ever known."—Quoted in
J. Wesley Bready, This Freedom—Whence? page 209.
It was this type of "renewal" that so radically changed
the life of England that some historians believe that the
Wesleyan movement may have prevented a revolution
comparable to that which took place in France. The strength
of this "renewal," according to one authority, was that "its
purpose was to cause the spirit of Christ to penetrate all
departments of life. Not only the individual, the home,
and the church, therefore, would it claim for the kingdom;
but the world of business, economics, and education: all
social relationships, all national and international affairs—
these, too, would it bring under the lordship of Him who
'went about doing good.' "—Ibid., p. 210.
This evangelical renewal was felt on the American side
of the Atlantic, and had much to do with shaping the
religious attitudes of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
America. In fact, David Lloyd George is reported to have
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A church or a person that needs to be renewed can experience this transformation by faith in the divine Potter.

said, "I do not know the exact figure of Britain's debt to
America, but I am told that it is a thousand million odd
at the present moment. It is nothing to the debt that
America owes us. Write on the balance sheet: Debtor, a
thousand and ninety millions; Creditor—John Wesley and
George Whitefield."
A review of the evangelical renewal in the eighteenth
century makes us painfully aware of the weaknesses of the
modern proposals for renewal such as those suggested in
Time. Modern religionists pin their hopes on revised liturgies ( that may include dance and drama ), on a strongly
antisupernatural contemporary theology, on groups of
amateur religious philosophers studying this naturalistic
theology, on ecumenism involving a least common denominator of Christian belief and commitment, on community
service on a level little different from that of secular service
clubs. The regenerating power of the Holy Spirit, the
complete commitment of the evangelical Christian, the
experience of conversion as a basis for dedicated social
service—these are not even presented in the Time article
as a live option for today's Christian.
Bishops who reduce God to "the ground of all being"
and theologians who "demythologize" the Scriptures stand
squarely in the way of real Christian renewal. As one observer has said, "There is now going on an almost feverish
theological activity, a frantic search for some sort of belief
to replace the sound doctrine of historic Biblical Christianity."—P. H. Eldersveld, "A Time for the Truth of God,"
Evangelical Sermons of Our Day, A. W. Blackwood, ed.
Those who would remodel the Christian message do not
have alternatives capable of renewing the love, dedication,
and self-sacrifice characteristic of real renewals such as that
of John Wesley. Of course Wesley's movement had its
weaknesses, and his followers made their human mistakes;
but these were peripheral. The dynamic factors of faith
and grace that made that movement succeed are the only
factors that will secure Christian renewal today. Anything
less will represent mere remodeling and will never produce
a Christianity that will effectively transform men and
[END)
society.
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